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Falling for a Cornish Maid
by Ella Wallsworth-Bell
It’s the girl’s blue eyes that hook me in. She sits at the back of the pub, staring at me through
a sea of cigarette smoke and a chatter of voices, incessant as waves on rocks. The Tinners
Arms is packed on a Saturday night, when Zennor male voice choir meet up. Glasses chink
and the punters pipe down to a reluctant hush. The publican folds pound notes into his
palm for the drinks. We know the songs off by heart, mostly. All twenty voices together until
I go for the solo. And the girl stares at me like she’s worshipping the moon.
We do our favourite songs. “Sweet Nightingale.” “Little Lize.” “California Dreamin’,” by the
Mamas and Papas. And “Trelawney,” of course. They sound like rugby anthems, rather than
folk songs. Nearly all the lads in the choir are fishermen. And yet we rarely sing about fish,
or the sea. The Beach Boys are the closest we get. Their harmonies whistle your soul, they
do. We do a couple of modern tunes, like “A-ha.” Anything except Abba. Too girly, they
say.
We sing, and we drink, and I see the girl, with those beautiful eyes, glinting like rockpools
trapped at the base of a cliff at low tide.
After choir finishes, I stay for another pint with my mate Jamie. He’s buying, and I’m thirsty.
“Who was that bird, over by the door?” I ask.
He frowns, like when I telled him I was giving up fishing, to work the farm. “What you on
about, Matt? Never saw no bird.”
“Well, she were right there.” I point with my pint-glass. “Lovely blue eyes she had and all.”
He grins. “Missing out, am I? What was she wearing?” I try to think. “Can’t quite
remember.”
Next week, darkness falls earlier. November is like that, in the far west of the county. Skies
hang low, till they almost touch the cliff-tops. Dark sea, dark skies. All dark, by five o’clock.
And the publican likes people to appreciate his roaring fire; he keeps the electric lights low,
on purpose.
I stand tall and sing my heart out. It’s the only time I fit into this group. I’ve got mud
sticking to my boots instead of fish scales, like the others. One of the old boys wants the
Scilly gig song, and I love the tune but hate the way it reminds me of the sea. Someone’s got
to work the family farm, and I’m the only one left. I scrape out a living on the rough and
sandy soil of the cliff-tops, scratching away until I can raise a crop, or feed a raggedy flock of
sheep, or simply until the bare-faced crows rip into the freshly ploughed field to rob the
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seeds before they sprout. Farming’s tough, in west Cornwall. I gave up my boat for it, and I
wish I hadn’t.
Tonight, when the song ends, I open my eyes and see that girl again, staring right at me.
Cold, fresh salt-filled air rushes over from her, as if I’m standing on a beach in a storm. I
breathe in deep, to refresh my lungs. A tear rolls down her pale, smooth cheeks. She lets it
slide, and it wets a curl of ice-blonde hair. Her waist and legs are hidden behind the people
sitting at the table in front of her. I shift myself, trying to keep sight of her, but then I see
her chair is empty. She’s gone.
“See’d her again, ‘ave ‘ee?” Jamie asks, his face weathered and windburned. “Gone a’ready?”
He passes me a pint and I slurp it. “Tell you what, mate, I’ll go over and show you where she
were sitting.”
We both walk over to the door and I point out the seat. It’s ancient, and I run my hands
over the twists and turns in the carved teak.
“Alright.” He pauses, looks at the floor. “Well, she spilt her pint.” I look down at a puddle
of liquid on the stone slabs. Weird—I never saw a drink in her hand. I think—though again,
I’m not sure—she had her hands folded in her lap.
Jamie puts his hand on the shoulder of the man on the next table. I can’t hear what he’s
saying, but he guffaws, and the old boy bangs his stick on the floor. Vibrations pulse
through the thick soles of my boots.
He turns back to face me. “Reckon you’ve got no belly for the booze these days, Matt me
man. That were a youngster from the packing sheds, over St Ives way.”
“Really?” I can’t imagine her picking crabmeat.
“Need to get yer eyes tested, mate. Weren’t no bird you were geeking at. He’s a bloke, ain’t
he?” He laughs.
I pull a face. “No, no you’ve got it wrong. A girl she was. Honest to God.”
Another week passes, and it’s choir-night again. This time, I nudge Jamie when I see her.
Suddenly, she’s sitting there, on that ancient chair, staring at me. There’s a half-smile on her
lips, red as fronds of rich velvet seaweed. I start my solo and her eyes shine.
Jamie glances over and shakes his head at me. After the song, I rush over to talk to her. I
want to find out who she is, and how she’s got the whole pub believing she’s some gypsy
lad.
But I find myself, half a pint sloshing in my glass, standing alone at the door by her empty
chair.
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I curse, shaking my head. All I want to know is who she is. And find out why she’s noticed
me. I’m looking forward to coming here every week to see her. God knows I’ve nothing else
to stare at all week, with my head down in the stony fields.
“Dunno what you’re on about.” Jamie’s voice, behind me. “I saw him. Sat right on this chair.
Definitely one of they gypsies.”
I slam my glass down on the nearest table.
“Summat weird here, though.” He leans down, crouches at the foot of the chair.
“That there.” He holds up his fingertip. I see a small, shiny, translucent disc. “Fish-scale,
see? That stranger’s a fisherman, I reckon. But not from round here.”
I walk out the door.
I don’t follow the thick rutted track homeward, under the stars, to a lonely farm-house
smelling of damp, and clagged with mud.
I turn downhill, heading for the cliffs. I breathe in great lungfuls of sea air. I taste salt when I
lick my lips. My heart thuds in my chest when I see her. Not two hundred yards away from
me, she stands silhouetted against the star-gazy sky. Bracken catches against my trouser legs.
She stands on the cliff path, her fair hair falling across her face.
“Who are you?” I ask. “Where you from? And why’d you disappear off so quick?” I reach
out, and softly brush a curl from her cheeks.
“I like the sound of your voice. And the look of you, too.” Her voice is quiet, like the trickle
of a stream toppling into the sea from a great height. Her chin is square, her shoulders firm
and strong. Is she a woman, a man, or a sea-witch? I don’t care, and I kiss her. She smells of
hot sand on a summer day, and I close my eyes. I’ve no idea how I get home, or how much
of the night is lost.
From that first night on, she’s all I can think of. I sit, back against the stone wall, and stare
out from the top field. The surface of the sea glitters intoxicatingly; I imagine how refreshing
cold it would be, deep below. Closing my eyes at night, I hear a rushing in my ears, as if the
sea is calling to me. I’m not only falling in love, but drowning in it.
On choir night, Jamie has a word with me. We stand face to face across the hard wooden
table, legs apart and voices blazing.
“What you playing at?” His face reddens. “Everyone’s talking. You’re carrying on with a, a,”
he hisses at me, sharp as a wounded conger eel, “boy.”
I raise my voice, argue back. “You haven’t seen her, not properly. She listens to me.”
“So do I. For too damn long.”
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There’s a ringing in my ears, as if a hurricane is howling off Land’s End. “She’s strange, and
beautiful, and she reminds me of the sea.”
I storm out the pub, slamming the door behind me. I rush down to the cliff path. She’s there
to meet me, and I hold her tight. She whispers in my ear of deepwater and moonlight. I
breathe in, not caring if she switches between male and female, human and sea-creature. I
slip my hands down to her waist and am not surprised when I feel the smooth skid of scales
under my fingers.
“Take me with you,” I say.
She smiles. “Come with me, Mathew Trewhela with the beautiful voice. Come with me, and
sing to our children, under the sea.” She walks to the cliff-edge. It’s a two hundred foot
sheer drop to the still, dark ocean.
I gulp, shivering with cold.
And, wrapped in her silken strong embrace, we jump. Air rushes past my ears and she tells
me not to be afraid. I’ve never been happier. I’m with her, and I’m free to be me.

Bird w/ Flowers by Kialey Varaksin
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